CD4+ cutaneous T-cell lymphomas show the phenotype of helper/inducer T cells (CD45RA-, CDw29+).
CD4+ T cells are heterogenous and include at least two subsets that differ in their influence to immunoglobin synthesis, cytokine secretion pattern and immunophenotype. Among others these subsets have been designated as suppressor/inducer or naive T cells (CD45RA+, CDw29-) and helper/inducer or memory T cells (CD45RA-, CDw29+). Current theories suggest that these CD4+ T-cell subsets either reflect sequential stages of maturation before and after activation (antigen contact) or represent distinct lineages. In this study, we systematically analyzed the participation of both suppressor/inducer (CD45RA+) and helper/inducer (CDw29+) T cells in the dermal lymphohistiocytic infiltrate of various CD4+ cutaneous T-cell lymphomas. Although in peripheral blood both subsets are equally distributed, we present evidence that all CD4+ cutaneous T-cell lymphomas are of the helper/inducer T cell phenotype. These findings are of importance both for pathogenetic and clinical considerations: the presence of plasma cells in dermal infiltrates and the elevation of serum immunoglobulins in patients of mycosis fungoides may be the consequence of interleukin-4 secretion of the neoplastic CD4+ helper/inducer cells. The exclusive memory T cell phenotype of cutaneous T-cell lymphomas may be due to a general predominance of this subset in the skin, or be the consequence of cellular activation during malignant transformation.